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THE

Over 14 million Americans consider themselves to be
addicted to tattoos. What makes them so “addictive?”
And why get one in the first place?

When it comes to the world of ink, 43% of those who
have tattoos claim that the meaning behind a tattoo is
the most important factor to consider when getting one.
A woman who recently lost her grandmother may want
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to get a tattoo to honor her memory. A man who fought
in Afghanistan may find that getting a tattoo will help
him remember his fellow comrades. Ink is more than an
expression of who we are. It serves as the imagery
through which we find purpose and tell our story.

Christine from Spokane, WA carefully considered what
would be her first tattoo. She wanted a permanent
image that amplified her position both as someone’s
mother and someone’s daughter. Throughout her
childhood, she was taken care of and provided for.
Now, a young mother herself, she is responsible for the
care of her own child: the life cycle complete. She
settled on a tattoo of a doe and her fawn nestled
together. This tattoo on Christine’s calf is a constant
reminder of who she was, is, and always will be.

Years ago, John from La Grande, OR lost his father in a
car accident. This was a tragic and unexpected event
for the whole family. Of the many activities John’s
father did, one of his favorites was riding and racing dirt
bikes. John took his father’s passing pretty hard.
However, after decades of grief, life lessons, mistakes,
and triumphs, John was finally ready to remember his
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father with a dirt biker tattoo on his shoulder. Every time
he looks in the mirror, John smiles thinking of his dad.

The psychology of getting a tattoo is simple: we want to
find meaning in our life. We go through struggles and
successes. We meet wonderful people and experience
amazing places. And we all interpret life differently. The
desire to understand what goes on around us is what
pushes us to try new things.

When considering a tattoo, focus on the “why.” Why
should you get a tattoo? Why is it so important? What
images come to mind when thinking about the “why?”
Getting ink is our way of “putting on paper” what means
the most to us.
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What's Your Story?

Tell us your "why" at
allyoucaninktattoo.com/story



T A T T O O
A R T I S T S
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Not all tattoo artists are equal. In fact, not all people who
tattoo are artists. Although looking through one’s
portfolio is the best way to determine who should give
you a tattoo, you have to know what you’re looking for.
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Since this Buyer’s Guide is specifically targeted for the
Tattoo Addict and not the Tattoo Virgin (although the
information is suited for virgins as well), I’ll assume you
know that tattoos by scratchers – those without proper
training, equipment, or knowledge – are extremely low
on the tattoo quality totem pole. Scratchers aside, there
are specific qualifications a tattoo artist should hold
before touching your skin. Also, there is a big difference
between an artist and a tattooist. A large percentage of
those you’ll come across in the tattoo industry are
simply tattooists. Few hold the authority of a tattoo
artist, but they are worth seeking out.

What makes the difference between a tattooist and a
tattoo artist? Three things: skill, ability, and training.
Skills are areas of expertise such as layout, design,
dimension, perspective, and composition. Abilities refer
to applying those skill sets such as drawing a tattoo and
incorporating elements of dimension, shading, and
perspective to the piece. An artist’s training comes from
those qualified with similar skills and abilities such as
professors at a college or university. Note: I’m referring
to one’s level of understanding in art, not one’s
experience level tattooing.

Choose carefully. The person with the machine holds the
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quality level of your tattoo in their hands. Here are a few
areas to consider:

Education

The best tattoo artists have a background in art. Some
have a 4-year degree from a college or university. Some
have earned a living for many years selling their
paintings or charcoal drawings. These are the masters in
the field. If you can find a tattoo artist with a professional
level of art under his belt, you’re golden!

Apprenticeships are often used as training tools for
tattooing. This is hands-on training directly from an
experienced person in the tattoo industry. A 1- or 2-year
apprenticeship with a master tattoo artist is a great way
to appropriately train new artists. However, just because
someone completed an apprenticeship does not
guarantee their ability to tattoo… not to mention their
skill level as an artist.

There are also tattoo schools that train upcoming
tattooists. Austin’s School of Spa Technology, for
example, has a tattoo fundamentals program where
students receive their tattoo license upon graduation. On
the school’s website’s FAQ page, they state there’s “no
experience necessary to enroll” in the program. They go
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on to say that “the more experience in drawing, painting,
etc., the better you will do in your career.” In other
words, even at tattoo schools, it is not a prerequisite that
you have the skills and abilities needed to produce great
art!

As stated earlier, the best tattoo artists have a
background in art. Look for someone who has a
reputation for high quality artwork. This could be
someone who is a professional painter, a skilled
craftsman, or known for their custom drawings.

Portfolio

Looking at a portfolio tells a lot
about a tattoo artist. A portfolio
is like a resume. You should
“read” a portfolio as though you
are seriously considering hiring
that individual for the open
position as Tattoo Artist.

Imagine you are being interviewed for a job. What kinds
of things does the company look for in you? Do they
want to see that you’ve done similar work? Do they want
to see that you have years of experience? Do they ask
you role play questions in order to determine your ability



10

to communicate and think on your feet? Similarly, you
should interview your tattoo artist, and their portfolio is
their resume with the basic qualifying information.

Scour the portfolio. Do you see images similar in style to
the tattoo you want to get? Are there plenty of images to
look at? Does the portfolio consist mostly of flash –
predesigned, common images that can simply be traced
onto the client – or a variety of custom pieces? How
about the client’s skin? Is it red and sore looking from a
rough, heavy-handed tattoo procedure or clean and well
taken care of, reflecting a tender, light hand?

By examining someone’s portfolio, you should even be
able to tell what level of art education the tattooist has.
Usually, those that include accurate portraits and/or
photo realism have a larger background in art expanding
beyond just tattooing. That is not to say that a portfolio
full of American Traditional and New School tattoos – or
even several flash pieces – reflects negatively on a
tattooist. In fact, there are many who specialize in these
styles and do an excellent job. However, the level of
formal training in fine art may be limited.

Communication

One thing that cannot be discovered by looking at a
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portfolio is the artist’s ability to communicate.

Say you wanted to get a tattoo that was a compilation of
your favorite 1980s movies. You tell the artist that you
want the auryn symbol from The Neverending Story
around the neck of the Nelwyn farmer, Willow running
side-by-side with an Ewok away from a giant boulder
trying to crush them to smithereens. Can he interpret
what you want? Does he suggest a proper layout for
your idea? Does he listen to you at all or just sway the
conversation in a direction that gives him ultimate
control? The artist’s number one
 job is to interpret your intentions
and use his expertise to design
a tattoo that is both aesthetically
pleasing and representative of
who you are.

An artist’s ability to communicate
well is a huge advantage for anyone
wanting a tattoo. A lack of communication 
– or constant bellyaching over
not being able to do what you
want – is a sign of a stagnant
tattooist stuck in his own ways.



S T Y L E S

Tattoos come in many styles. Some have distinctive
and drastic differences while others are variations of
the preceding styles. The style of a tattoo depends
on the “why” of the tattoo. As discussed in the first
section of this Buyer’s Guide, the meaning behind
the tattoo is a key factor to getting ink. What’s your
goal with the tattoo? What do you hope to feel and
hope others feel when looking at it? In this section,

T A T T O O
A R T W O R K
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we’ve paired various tattoo styles with the potential
intention of the ink.

American Traditional

Consisting of bold, clean black outlines and a
minimal color palette, American Traditional tattoos
are typically of skulls, roses, and daggers. The lines
are well-defined and the colors – mainly primary
colors – are fully saturated.

Traditional Japanese

Similar to American Traditional, Japanese is also
based on bold black outlines and minimal shading.
However, it typically features images inspired by
traditional Japanese art and nature such as lotus
flowers, koi fish, tigers, and warriors.

Polynesian

Polynesian tattoos are body art derived from the
cultural traditions of many Polynesian tribal peoples
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such as the Maori and the Samoans.  The designs
are unique and rooted in tribal symbolism.
Traditionally, these tattoos are chiseled or
hand-poked into the skin via techniques customary
to the tribe.

Lettering

Lettering consists of words and numbers in standard
fonts to highly stylized custom pieces that are
usually free handed on and look both like an
aesthetically pleasing design as well as legible
letters or numbers.

.

.
Realism

Realism tries to recreate images as they are in real
life.  Realism typically lacks the bold outlines found
in American Traditional and Japanese styles and
instead uses shading and color contrasts to render
the image.
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Black & Grey

Most black and grey tattoos are photo realistic,
similar to realism. Instead of using color, black and
grey tattooing only uses black ink and water or a
series of grey washes to create depth and shading
variations.

Portraiture

Portraiture is an exact recreation of someone’s
photograph.  Portraits can be made either in color or
black and grey. Although the stencil may be created
by tracing a pre-existing photograph or image in
order to get the exact likeness, the details (shading,
dimension, perspective, etc.) are shaped and
recreated by the artist.

.

.

Illustrative

Illustrative styles combine techniques from both
traditional and realism.  They usually feature bold
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outlines and intense color saturation paired with
realistic shading techniques. The goal is to create a
tattoo that looks more like an illustration than a
tattoo.

New School

New school is an animated style of tattooing that
reads more like an exaggerated version of the
illustrative style.  Caricatures of people or animals
are often the subject matter of new school tattoos.

Biomechanical

Biomechanical tattoos are designed based off of the
client’s body and are typically freehanded.  These
tattoos usually emulate body flow through patterns
that are of mechanical, cyborg, or alien aesthetics.
Bio-organic tattoos are similar to biomechanical
tattoos except that they feature patterns reminiscent
of organic material rather than machines.

Surrealism

Heavily influenced by Salvador Dali, surrealism
consists of exaggerated, imaginary subject matter,
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mashed up styles, and fantastical creations. Even
though these images couldn’t actually exist in
nature, they sure look like they could.

.

.

Watercolor

Watercolor tattoos lack all outlines and imitate the
brushstroke aesthetic and standard color palette of
watercolor paintings.

Trash Polka

Made famous by the Buena Vista Tattoo Club, trash
polka consists entirely of a black and red color
scheme. It is characterized by collage-like images
featuring moments of realism, abstract or geometric
shapes, and lettering.

Dotwork

Dotwork is a style rendering various images,
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designs and patterns entirely through dots.  The
distance between each of the dots determines both
shading and depth.  Sacred geometry and stipple
portraits are common forms of dotwork.

.

.
As you can see, there are plenty of tattoo styles to
choose from. First, consider your “why.” Then,
choose a style matched with your intention behind
the tattoo. Figuring this out beforehand can help in
choosing your ideal tattoo artist.
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NORTON'S
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TATTOO
SHOPS

O p e n  1 2 p m  -  1 0 p m

Each tat too shop consists of  one or more art ists.
We’ve already discussed the diversi ty among
those who tat too.  Now, let ’s ta lk about the
var iat ions and uniqueness of  each tat too shop.

Reputat ion

According to the 45 mi l l ion Americans who have at
least  one tat too,  the most important factor to
consider when gett ing ink is the reputat ion of  the
tat too shop and indiv idual  ar t ist .  Reputat ion is
huge! A shop’s reputat ion helps to bui ld t rust



between tattooer and tattooee.

Reputation reflects the community’s assessment of the
tattoo shop. Online reviews, for example, express the
opinions of previous customers and can be a good
estimation of the quality of work produced by the shop.
However, reputation is a generality. In other words, a
shop’s reputation may or may not be accurate. If only
two or three people have reviewed a tattoo shop, their
positive or negative opinions may not accurately reflect
the shop’s quality level. If instead dozens or even
hundreds of people have voiced their opinion, the level
of quality may be closer to the truth. I’ll discuss the
importance of active reviews more in the section on
website and social media.

As with an artist’s portfolio, a shop’s reputation serves
as the basic qualifying information a shop provides in
order to effectively serve you and your tattoo needs.

Presentation

Not all tattoo shops provide a unique angle or
specialization… but they should. Having a unique
perspective on either the artwork produced or the tattoo
procedure itself gives a shop a heightened position in
the tattoo industry.
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For example, All You Can INK Tattoo Studio in
Spokane, WA specializes in all-day tattoos. They offer
prospective clients the chance to book the tattoo studio
for an entire day at a discounted rate. The artist has no
excuses to produce anything less than perfection. This
gives you peace of mind that you can relax, take as
many breaks as you need, and walk away with an
impressive tattoo.

Other shops may
specialize in a certain
style of artwork. For
example, Area 51
Tattoo Studio in
Springfield, OR brings
pop-culture (movies,
comics, cartoons, sci-fi
and fantasy) to life.
The artists specialize
in caricatures, new school
designs, portraiture,
and illustrative work. The shop is known for its ability to
transform your film fantasies into amazing ink.

A shop’s specialty or unique perspective is generally
represented by its appearance and/or shop name. All
You Can INK Tattoo Studio is clearly indicative of tap-
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out sessions. When walking into Area 51, it is clear that
pop-culture tattoos are what they do best.

The best tattoo shops present themselves well. Quality
presentations also narrow in on the target market of
each tattoo shop. Shop names and specializations are
your bread crumbs to finding the perfect place to get
ink.

Respect

Trust is earned. Respect is freely given. You’d be
surprised how much business tattoo shops lose with a
disrespectful first impression.

Respect comes in many forms including cleanliness,
professionalism, dress code, music choice, and phone
etiquette. Don’t get me wrong; I’m not saying that
tattooists should wear business suits and listen to
Kenny G – as none of them do. My point is that respect
can generally be recognized in specific ways.

When you call a tattoo shop, is the person who answers
glad you called? Do they ask questions about the tattoo
you’re interested in getting? Do they inform you of
possible pricing and/or pain tolerance required to get
ink on that part of the body? Are they curious about you
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as a person at all? When it comes to phone etiquette,
the free gift of respect comes in the form of both
politeness and curiosity – asking you about you.

A clean shop is a sign of respect. So are the hanging of
required licensure and certification. These things show
that the artists respect your body and want to protect
you from harm.

Music choice, personal mannerisms, and dress code
may be highly subjective, but a lack of respect is often
clearly identified in these areas. Being tattooed, for
example, by a half-naked man who spits his chewing
tobacco in a nearby bucket and listens to extremely
explicit and vulgar music is a sign of disrespect. Use
common sense here. Remember, respect is given, not
earned.
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Sometimes we forget: a tattoo shop is first and foremost a
business. Therefore, as a business, a shop should have a
well-developed online presence. Shops can no longer get
away with not having at least a website and Facebook
page. Surprisingly, some still start up their shop without
such basic online media outlets in place. By doing so, they
have zero web-based visibility to potential clients and zero
credibility as a reputable tattoo shop. Not good. So… your
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first order of business… is to get on the internet and search
the tattoo shops in your area.

Considering that tattoos are a visual art form, it is important
that shops upload recent work to their website and social
media pages. Digital photographs make a tattoo shop come
to life. It doesn’t necessarily matter how high of quality the
images are. That being said, the more professional looking
they are, the better.

Those with an amazing online presence focus on two main
characteristics: being ACTIVE and being RESPONSIVE.
For the most part, tattoo shops should be active on social
media sites and responsive through channels on their
websites. Let me explain…

Social Media

Again, tattoos are a visual form of art. Digital images of
gorgeous tattoos make us addicts salivate and crave more
ink. In reality, there is only one social media site that
matters in the business world: Facebook. With over 1.4
billion active users, Facebook is the number one social
media site existing today, conquering over Twitter,
Instagram, Pinterest, LinkedIn, and other social media sites.
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Therefore, tattoo shops without a Facebook page miss out
on reaching billions of potential clients and sharing their art
with the world. While Pinterest and Instagram are
photo-sharing and photo-sorting sites – which may be
helpful to the tattoo industry – the number of active users is
cut by up to 95% compared to Facebook. In other words,
you’ll find most tattoo addicts on Facebook and only about
5% on other social media sites.

Look for tattoo shops with an ACTIVE Facebook page.
Being active means regularly uploading content (photos of
tattoos or other relevant information) at least two or three
times per month. Regular updates – as often as twice a
week – shows that a shop cares to keep their fans
informed. An active Facebook page gives you the
advantage. You get the inside scoop, knowing that 1) they
aren’t too busy to manage their page and 2) they are busy
enough to have a status worth updating. Translated, a
tattoo addict can rest assured that the tattoo shop is a
legitimate business ready to give more ink.

Website

Have you ever left a voice message or filled out an online
contact form only to find that no one ever gets back to you?
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Tattoo shops are notorious for this. Shops that are
RESPONSIVE find urgency in calling you back, sending
you an email, or replying to a Facebook message.

This goes back to a shop’s level of respect for you, not only
as a potential client, but as a human being. I don’t care if
the shop is booked out for 6 months. It’s important that
someone responds to your interest right away… even if
they can’t fit you in till next year.

If you have to wait more than 3 days for a response, that
artist or shop is not worth your time (or your money). The
best tattoo shops respond within one business day.
.
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Understanding
the cost

of a  Tattoo

Good Ain’t Cheap, and Cheap Ain’t Good

You may have heard the phrase, “A good tattoo ain’t cheap,
and a cheap tattoo ain’t good.” There’s a simple explanation for
why this is: experts get to charge more.

Donald Trump is a branding and real estate expert. Because of
his status and expertise, he charged $1.5 million – the highest

28



speaking fee ever paid – to speak at the Learning Annex
during the wealth expos in 2007. Likewise, tattoo artists can
inflate their price as they climb the social status ladder.

Kat Von D, star of the television show LA Ink, would charge
more for a tattoo than an unknown tattooist working just
outside of Denver, CO. A stellar reputation earns higher
dollars.

Non-Negotiable Pricing

Each tattoo artist or shop controls their own pricing, typically
based on citywide averages and acceptable norms. For the
most part, this is non-negotiable. It is best not to haggle with
artists on price as it may reflect poorly on you and might
entice the artist to let a mere mediocre tattoo escape his
doors. Your attitude and expectation on the quality of your
tattoo is reflected in the price you are willing to accept. That
being said, if you don’t like the price find another place. Keep
in mind that quality may decrease as the price is dropped.

Saturation

Saturation affects the cost of a tattoo. Fully saturated styles
such as Polynesian or American Traditional take longer to
complete than, say, Black and Grey or Watercolor pieces.
Since the canvas must be completely covered with ink, these
styles lengthen your time in the chair. You may be able to
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complete a black and grey half sleeve in one day but only a
tribal shoulder piece in the same length of time.

Pain Tolerance

One’s pain tolerance affects the cost of a tattoo. Are you
someone who needs to take several breaks? Charged hourly,
you may be paying big bucks
for going slow. Modern tattoo
machines now come with built-in
timers. Each minute you are in
the chair is automatically
calculated. Having a low pain
tolerance may add to the cost
of a tattoo.

However, pain tolerance matters
less when charged by the piece…
or by the session. Although most
shops charge by the hour,
alternative pricing may allow you
to go at your own pace without
paying for it.

Note: tattoos on the ribs, feet, butt, and bone hurt the worst.
At least, these are the most common places for pain. Since
everyone’s pain tolerance is different, this may not be the
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case for you.

Touch-Ups

Respectable artists offer free touch-ups on their work.
Sometimes, touch-ups are free for life. The good ones come with
some sort of GUARANTEE on their ink.

Note: tattoos on the hands and feet fade the fastest as those
limbs are very active. You may need to get them touched up
often.

Deposits & Minimums

Scheduling an appointment does not ensure you’ll show for your
tattoo. Because of this, most shops require a deposit to make a
reservation. Deposits are usually non-refundable. However, they
are often applied to the overall cost of the tattoo.

Shops have minimums, regardless of the size of the tattoo. For
some, their minimum may be only $40 or $50. For others, the
minimum may be closer to $100. Remember, price reflects one’s
reputation. I find it more comforting when a tattoo shop carries a
higher minimum. It lets me know that they desire a certain level
of class and sophistication. Psychologically speaking, we crave
what we are. Therefore, if artists require a level of intelligence in
clients, their own intelligence is often proven in their art.
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The goal of Step 1 is to EXPLAIN the “why” behind the tattoo.
This is extremely important. If you can’t explain to others why
you picked the tattoo you did, you don’t have a good enough
reason of getting one in the first place. Make your reason count.
.
.
.
.

Choosing a tattoo shop determines the EXPERIENCE you’ll
have getting the tattoo. Each shop is unique. Some appear more
welcoming than others. The experience you have in a tattoo
shop may decide whether or not you ever return for another
tattoo.

.

.

.

Ultimately, the tattoo artist persuades the RESULT of the
artwork. Though you want to have a great experience during the
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tattoo procedure, you’ll want to receive a high quality tattoo even
more. The result of your tattoo is based on the ability and skill
level of the artist.

.

.

.

Body placement determines the AFFECT your tattoo has on
your life. A small tattoo on the ankle, for example, may be
appropriately placed for any career, relationship, or activity to
exist. However, a tattoo covering the entire forearm may hinder
employment opportunities, change dynamics within
relationships, or exclude participation in certain activities.
Tattoos affect life. Placement matters.
.
.

.

.

.

A good design should REFLECT your “why.” The tattoo artist
should design your tattoo in order to help you explain your
reason for getting it. Designs shape and reflect the most
important elements within the tattoo.
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You’re not committed to getting a tattoo… even if you’ve put a
deposit down. Sleeping on it the night before your appointment
is when you DECIDE to get a tattoo. If you decide you don’t want
it, don’t want it there, don’t like the design, or don’t like the shop,
don’t get it. If the previous 5 steps haven’t given you positive
energy for getting ink, Step 6 is a no brainer.

.

.

.

.

Assuming you decided to get the tattoo, you must RESPECT the
tattoo. Caring for your ink is respecting it. This includes both
while it is healing and for years afterword. During the healing
process, it will feel like a sunburn and scab like a scrape. Keep it
clean and moisturized. Don’t pick at it. Let it heal. Once healed,
show your appreciation for the permanent art that was custom
designed and tailored for your body. If you appreciate it, others
will too.

36

Step

Step
7

6Sleep on It

Care for It



What's Your
Story?

There must have been a reason you got
the tattoo you’ve got. You must have a

story to share through your ink.

Tell us your story. We’d love to hear it!
Visit the website below and tell us your

“why.”

allyoucaninktattoo.com/story
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